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JUNIUS BOUTON BIRD 


1907-1982 


JUNIUS B. BIRD, Curator Emeritus of South Amer- 
ican Archaeology at the American Museum of Natural His- 
tory in New York and a Trustee of the Textile Museum since 
1957, died April 2, 1982 of cancer. Dr. Bird was a superb 
field archaeologist and this was his favorite occupation, but 
as a result of the need to interpret his finds he also became 
expert about South American stone, ceramic, and metal ar- 
tifacts as well as about textiles. 

The son of an entomologist who encouraged his curiosity 
about the natural world, Junius Bird grew up in Rye, New 
York. He attended Columbia University for two years, but 
when offered the opportunity to accompany an expedition to 
Baffin Island under the explorer Capt. Bob Bartlett, he ea- 
gerly accepted. Other expeditions followed and the remain- 
der of his immense knowledge he acquired in the field rather 
than the classroom. He received an honorary doctorate from 


Wesleyan University in 1958. Dr. Bird joined the staff of 


the American Museum in 1931 as a field assistant, attaining 
a curatorial position in 1939. Although he officially retired 
in 1973, he continued to work until just before his death. 
Dr. Bird began to study textiles as a result of his 1941-42 
excavations in northern Chile, an area where textiles from 
many periods are plentifully preserved. At a time when most 
archaeologists paid little or no attention to textiles, he rec- 
ognized their importance as sources of cultural information. 
His acquaintance with the Textile Museum began at this time 


and initial correspondence mainly concerns techniques of 


textile conservation, a subject in which he continued to be 
interested. His most important contribution to textile studies 
resulted from his excavations at the pre-ceramic site of Huaca 


Prieta in 1946-7 on the north coast of Peru. He recovered 
thousands of cotton weft-twined textiles, and his patient anal- 
ysis of these finds greatly increased our knowledge of the 
origins of weaving in Peru. He also had a special interest in 
looms and weaving technology and collected a valuable body 
of data on this subject. 

As a result of his friendship with George Hewitt Myers, 
founder of the Textile Museum, Dr. Bird was asked to write 
the Catalogue Raisonné volume on Paracas Fabrics and 
Nazca Needlework, which was published in 1954 (with tech- 
nical analysis by Louisa Bellinger). He subsequently pro- 
duced several articles for the Textile Museum Journal, and 
participated in the 1977 Irene Emery Roundtable on *‘Looms 
and Their Products.’’ In May of 1973, the Textile Museum 
sponsored a conference on pre-Columbian textiles in his honor, 
which was held jointly with Dumbarton Oaks. The volume 
of papers from this conference, including one by Dr. Bird, 
was published in 1980. 

Junius Bird was one of the Museum’s most important 
Trustees; his experience in museum policy was highly valued 
by the rest of the Board. In addition, he was responsible for 
encouraging and supporting many people who subsequently 
have made contributions to the study of textiles, as well as 
in other fields. These aspects of his career are the conse- 
quence, not only of his great knowledge and prestige, but 
also of the charm and generosity which he possessed in re- 
markable measure and for which he will be remembered as 
fondly by his many friends as he is admired by all as an 
archaeologist. 
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